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On Aug. 7, the Asuncion Appellate Court ordered the release of Gen. Lino Oviedo, former head of
the Paraguayan army, who had been held in a military prison in Itaugua, 30 km east of the capital,
since his arrest on June 14. Oviedo's detention was the result of a three-day crisis in April that
threatened Paraguay's fledgling democracy and touched off international concern. According to the
Appellate Court decision, there was insufficient evidence that Oviedo had tried to stage an uprising
to overthrow the institutional government, as President Juan Carlos Wasmosy had charged. During
the events of April 22-25, President Wasmosy tried to fire Oviedo, but he refused to step down and
took refuge in his military barracks. Oviedo then demanded that Wasmosy and Vice President
Roberto Seifart resign.
A several-day standoff ensued, during which Wasmosy promised Oviedo the position of defense
minister, then withdrew the offer following a hail of protests. The impasse, which caused
considerable concern among Paraguay's neighbors and in the US, ended when Oviedo finally
agreed to retire (see NotiSur, 05/03/96). Most analysts attribute the incident to a political feud
between Wasmosy and Oviedo, who has made no secret of his presidential ambitions. Wasmosy was
elected in 1993 with Oviedo's support to become Paraguay's first democratically elected president in
half a century, but the two have feuded bitterly since then.
On the day that he relinquished his post as army chief, Oviedo announced that he would seek the
presidential nomination of the governing Asociacion Nacional Republicana (Partido Colorado),
for the 1998 elections. Wasmosy said his decision to require Oviedo to retire was based on the
"general's increasingly open actions in partisan politics." Wasmosy also referred to Oviedo's
"blatant intervention in the process prior to the internal elections of the Partido Colorado, his
attempt to influence the selection of the new members of the Justice Ministry, and his interference in
legislative matters that jeopardized national interests."
However, in early June, the general told a congressional committee that Wasmosy had staged the
entire episode and wanted to copy Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori's 1992 "self-coup" known
as the "Fujimorazo" in which he dissolved parliament and assumed near dictatorial powers. Oviedo
said when he categorically opposed participating in a coup, he was forced to resign. "He [Wasmosy]
proposed to me that we close parliament in a repeat of the 'Fujimorazo' those are his words
because he said that was the only way for him to organize his investment projects," said Oviedo,
without specifying whether this referred to state investments or Wasmosy's own businesses. "The
president told me that, once the people were happy, we would have enough support to write a new
constitution and to appoint new judges."
Oviedo said that Wasmosy also saw the "Fujimorazo" as a solution to Paraguay's economic and
political problems and as the only way to stop Sen. Luis Maria Argana, an anti-reformist who is
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still close to former dictator Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989), from capturing the leadership in party
elections, which were scheduled for April 28 and which Argana did win. "Wasmosy told me that if
Argana won, he would never forgive us," said Oviedo, referring to Argana's claim that Wasmosy
stole the Partido Colorado's 1992 presidential nomination from him. Oviedo said that Gen. Andres
Rodriguez, president during the transition to democracy following Stroessner's ouster, had handpicked Wasmosy to become president. He quoted Rodriguez as saying to Wasmosy, "I want you to
do whatever it takes to save us from Dr. Argana and those inept parliamentarians."
Wasmosy emphatically denied Oviedo's allegations that the April incident was staged. "It is
not reasonable to think that the entire Paraguayan people, the parliament, political and union
leaders, the military and police loyal to institutional government, ambassadors accredited here,
the presidents of Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay and their foreign ministers who came to bring
us solidarity were all taken in by a fabrication." A few days later, Wasmosy charged Oviedo with
insubordination and sedition and with plotting to carry out a coup. Wasmosy accused Oviedo of
"betraying the spirit of February 1989," when Stroessner was overthrown. The judicial authorities
then issued an arrest order, but Oviedo voluntarily turned himself in to the military judicial
authorities.
Shortly before entering the military prison, Oviedo called Wasmosy, "inept, corrupt, and a coward."
To the crowd of supporters that had gathered, Oviedo said Wasmosy had him arrested because he
could not withstand the scrutiny that would result from the evidence of corruption that Oviedo was
going to present to the courts. Oviedo called himself the "first political prisoner" since Paraguay
returned to democratic rule. Oviedo supporters staged frequent demonstrations and camped in
front of Congress for two weeks in late July, demanding the release of the general.
The recent Appellate Court decision reversed the earlier arrest order and allowed Oviedo to go
free. The Court found that Oviedo did not lead an uprising and said he "voluntarily ended his
insubordination and showed his willingness to obey presidential orders." However, Deputy Luis
Alberto Mauro of the Partido Encuentro Nacional (PEN), the second-strongest opposition party,
expressed strong disagreement with the court decision. "It invites other coup attempts," said Mauro.
"If this is the punishment that a seditious person receives, why shouldn't others try the same thing,
since there is no sanction." Mauro also said the bicameral congressional investigation committee,
of which he is a member, had found Oviedo "guilty of sedition, for which he should receive the
maximum penalty of seven years in prison."
Oviedo's aides say that the entire legal proceeding against the general "is being manipulated by
political interests within official sectors of the Partido Colorado who want to see him behind bars
because they see him as a potential political enemy." Meanwhile, Oviedo's lawyers say that the
remaining charge against him contempt for refusing to obey a presidential order carries only a fine
and not a prison sentence, so it will not affect Oviedo's presidential chances. Shortly after the April
crisis, Oviedo formed his own political movement within the Partido Colorado, the Union Nacional
de Colorados Eticos (UNACE), as a platform from which to launch his bid for the presidential
nomination in 1998.
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However, one of his closest friends and staunchest supporters, business leader Blas Riquelme,
said he was withdrawing his support from the general. Riquelme, who had run for party president
against Argana and Vice President Seifart, said he had accepted Argana's invitation to join forces
to bring the various currents within the party together. In his meeting with his supporters in the
UNACE headquarters following his release, Oviedo stressed his roots among the common people
and said he would end corruption, impunity, and the social crisis in the country. "I was born one of
you and I will fight for you until God says, 'that's enough,'" said Oviedo. (Sources: Deutsche Press
Agentur, 05/21/96; Notimex, 06/14/96; Inter Press Service, 08/02/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/06/96,
06/04/96, 06/06/96, 06/15/96, 07/04/96, 07/17/96, 07/21/96, 07/31/96, 08/02/96; Reuter, 06/05/96,
06/26/96, 07/09/96, 07/31/96, 08/07/96; Spanish news service EFE, 08/07/96, 08/08/96)

-- End --
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